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Introduction 
In “Author Isn’t Just a Cat in the Hat,” an article by Miles Corwin in the November 27, 1983 
issue of The Los Angeles Times, the man behind Dr. Seuss, Theodor Geisel, is quoted as 
saying, “Nonsense wakes up the brain cells. And it helps develop a sense of humor, which is 
awfully important in this day and age. Humor has a tremendous place in this sordid world. 
It’s more than just a matter of laughing. If you can see things out of whack, then you can see 
how things can be in whack” (Nel 38).  This is as good an argument as any for using 
children’s stories to educate young adults in the university ESL/EFL classroom, which is 
what I did in the spring of 2010 at the ESL Institute at the University of Wisconsin La 
Crosse, in the United States.  Every spring semester, the institute staff takes a break from 
their regular classes to hold a symposium week during which each instructor or teams of 
instructors teach a subject of personal importance for three hours everyday for four days.  
There are no restrictions on topics that can be taught.  However, teachers must expect to have 
students with a range of skill levels, since all of the students enrolled in the institute are free 
to choose their own symposium classes.   
 
With this in mind and wanting to bring literary analysis and creative writing into the 
classroom, I created the symposium “The Art of the Children’s Story: Reading, Writing, and 
Illustration.”  In advertising to students on the sign-up day, I displayed a range of 
professionally publish children’s books appealing to various tastes, as well as my own 
creations that included an adaptation of the Grimm Brothers’ “The Bird, the Mouse, and the 
Sausage” for my then six-year-old son. Those who chose to sign up went on to produce 
works of equal or better quality than I had.  But beyond enabling students in the production 
of work of which they can be proud, there are major advantages to using children’s literature 
in the university ESL/EFL classroom. In both analyzing and creating such texts, students 
engage in the complete range of language tasks and are challenged to think critically about 
various forms of hegemony that language embodies.  
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The Classroom Experience 
I structured the class to have students first analyze examples of stories and then create their 
own stories.  The first day, I had the students recall stories from their childhood, asking 
questions such as “Where did it take place?” “Who were the characters?”  “Did you like the 
characters?” and “Which character did you identify with?”  Then, using a one-page analysis 
worksheet I designed (see Appendix 1), I guided the students through an analysis of their 
stories, having them identify and diagram the major parts of the text. These parts included the 
beginning (exposition), the climax (conflict), the end (resolution), and the setting.  To get 
students to test their ability to illustrate, I had them draw brief sketches of the protagonists, 
antagonists, and other important characters in boxes also provided on the worksheet.  Under 
each box they wrote the characters’ descriptions.  Finally, I had them attempt to identify a 
subtext, asking the questions “Do the characters symbolize good and evil?” and “Is there a 
meaning or message or moral?” 
   
After helping them identify their favorite stories, I introduced them to a history of children’s 
literature spanning from compilations of Aesop’s Fables in the 1400s to the picture books of 
today, pointing out that we would focus on picture books.  I asked them to brainstorm about 
what makes a good picture book, writing their ideas on the board.  I stressed that good stories 
often have “characters that you can identify with” and “an exciting plot,” whether that plot be 
humorous, adventurous, or scary.  We then read and analyzed Red Riding Hood, the one 
illustrated by John Marshall, by using another copy of the analysis worksheet.  This was 
followed by exploring a short history of the story, adapted from The Annotated Brothers 
Grimm edited by Maria Tatar.  In one of the less-known versions, Red outsmarts the wolf and 
saves herself.  By looking at different retellings, I illustrated how the subtext changes. In one 
version, Red is a damsel in distress or a headstrong woman; in another, the story is a warning 
to little girls not to go into the woods; in yet another, the story shows how one can use 
cleverness when in a bind.  In the same way, we analyzed Dr. Seuss’ Horton Hears a Who, 
this time watching the 1970s animated version of the story directed by Chuck Jones and 
examining the socio-political subtext of the story, arguably crafted in response to the 
paranoia in the United States during the Cold War of the 1950s.  The latter I examined with a 
 23 
handout that I put together from online sources, including the film The Political Dr. Seuss 
from PBS’s Independent Lens, a New York Magazine article entitled “Green Eggs and Hitler” 
by John Leonard, and online information on Senator Joseph McCarthy, who headed the 
attack on seemingly anyone suspected of being Communist.   
 
Before the three hours of the first day of the symposium came to an end, I gave each student 
a book to take home to read and analyze with a third copy of the analysis worksheet.  Some 
of the titles selected included Ox-Cart Man written by Donald Hall and illustrated by Barbara 
Cooney and The Three Billy Goats Gruff by Paul Galdone, both of which have a pace, 
rhythm, and repetition that make them very readable.  Each book also came with an audio 
CD, so the students could also listen while they read.  On the second day, when the students 
came in, I wanted them to read their story and present their analysis to the class, but this did 
not work as perfectly as planned due to students not completing the assignment.  Instead we 
moved quickly onto the next activity.  We watched the animated version of Maurice Sendak’s 
Where the Wild Things Are, put together by Weston Woods Studios, Inc. using Sendak’s 
illustrations, and diagramed the plot, described the setting and characters, and identified the 
subtext using the analysis worksheet.  This was followed by watching an interview of Sendak 
in his early days, Getting to Know Maurice Sendak, in which he talks about the trouble he 
had writing and illustrating Where the Wild Things Are. My purpose in showing this video 
was to build student confidence in creating their own story, and I had the students respond to 
questions as they followed along.  In the interview, Sendak says he had started to write a 
story called Where the Wild Horses Are only to find that he couldn’t draw horses.  I asked the 
students to think about what they thought they could draw before they outlined their own 
stories’ plot lines.  Then, using another copy of the analysis worksheet previously used to 
examine stories, the students diagramed the expositions, conflicts, and resolutions and came 
up with settings of the stories they would write themselves.  They also were instructed to use 
the character boxes on the worksheet to draw profiles of their main characters.  Finally, I 
asked them to identify a possible subtext their story might suggest.  The remainder of the 
class, as well as the homework assignment, was devoted to writing their original stories based 
on these outlines. 
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Due to the time limitations of a four-day symposium and other unforeseen delays, I edited the 
students’ stories.  First, I gave the stories rhythm and flow, deleting what I thought were 
unneeded lines while trying to remain as true to the students’ original texts as possible.  And 
then I broke their stories into what I thought were individual scenes that could be illustrated, 
keeping them to around 10 to 15 possible illustrations.  This was to keep the students’ final 
books to a total of 20 to 30 pages, with text on the left-hand page and an illustration on the 
opposing page.  The breaking of the text into illustratable scenes could clearly be turned into 
a very good classroom activity; instead, I devoted the third day to some instruction in 
drawing.  There are a number of books on illustration, but I happened upon The Encyclopedia 
of Writing and Illustrating Children’s Books by Desdemona McCannon, Sue Thorton, and 
Yadzia Williams.  Mainly, I used the illustrations in the book to show proportion, such as 
how the eyes on a human face are about midway between the top of the head and tip of the 
chin, but students were free to use drawing that was neither proportional nor true to life. I 
again referred back to Sendak’s monsters, noting that they were not, in fact, true to life, and I 
asked them to point out the key features of each one, the point being that to keep illustrations 
consistent, one must repeat key features over and over again. I used one of my own Charlie 
Brown-like illustrated stories, Three Farm Boys, as an example as well, again hoping to boost 
the students’ confidence.  Then, I presented a series of simple yellow-faced emoticons and 
drilled the students, asking them to identify the emotion of each, noting features like where 
the eyebrows are placed and the way the mouth is turned.  I did not doubt my students’ ability 
to decipher basic facial gestures, but the point was to make the students more conscious about 
the task of drawing, which they then set about doing, first, by sketching a rough outline of 
scenes in a table of 12 cells (6 across by 2 down, on a regular piece of A4 or letter-size copy 
paper, landscape orientation).  They then redrew each small pencil drawing larger on its own 
individual A4 or letter-size copy paper (landscape orientation), using a variety of media that I 
provided, including colored pencils, pastels, and markers. 
 
One of the best stories of the group both for the content of its story and the illustrations was 
Small Green’s Good Friend by a Recreation Management major from Taiwan.  The story is 
about Small Green the frog who is isolated in box with all his toys, until a worldly rabbit 
appears one day and tells him about the wide world beyond. The frog then sets out to see the 
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world for his or herself, and after a long journey and harrowing experience with a hungry 
snake falls into the company of a mouse called Pink Pink, with whom he (or she) makes 
friends.  While this was my personal favorite, all of the stories were entertaining and the 
unique expression of their authors’ views and experiences. For example, the one who had 
been in the military wrote and illustrated a “Cry Wolf” story entitled The Bad Bunny, and the 
student from Hong Kong wrote a tale of escape from city life in The Boy Who Went to the 
Mountains.  In the end, I put together an animated PowerPoint presentation using the 
students’ texts and illustrations (though this could be turned into a student activity as well), 
which I showed at the all-student gathering on the fifth day of the symposium.  This, I 
thought, was the best and most entertaining way to exhibit the students’ creations, which 
many of the other students enjoyed.   
 
Implications for Student Learning 
The most obvious area of implication for student learning is in the four skills: reading, 
writing, listening, and speaking.  When students read stories, they practiced their reading 
skills.  When they watched and listened to the videos, they practiced their listening skills.  
When they took the books with CDs home to do their book reports and plan class 
presentations, they practiced listening, reading, and speaking. The last of these activities was 
focused on pronunciation, intonation, expression and the like.  When they wrote their stories, 
they practiced writing, applying grammar concepts to craft effective sentence rhythm, sound 
patterns, and overall pacing.  The children’s book as an assigned text also did not exclude 
students with basic English skills from fully accessing the text’s message. In fact, there was 
more student anxiety about doing the illustrations than in performing the language tasks.  But 
the kinesthetic task of illustrating their stories was also of significant benefit, because, first, it 
allowed the students to conceptualize their language, which verified their comprehension of 
the text, and, secondly, provided them with subject-specific vocabulary, like proportion and 
perspective, used in the art of drawing.  Arguably, the most important implication, however, 
lies in the students, even beginning learners, developing the language to analyze texts as well 
as the ability to create their own texts to be analyzed. 
 
As previously discussed, there are two levels on which texts can be analyzed: text and 
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subtext.  In the first, the focus is placed on craft.  In other words, the text is analyzed for the 
purpose of creating desired effects rather than closely examining theories about subtext for 
extracting meaning.  Learning craft, the ability to produce and produce well, is an important 
skill for English language learners.  The craft of the children’s story involves creating an 
exposition, conflict and resolution, and drawing a protagonist and cast of supporting 
characters that entice the reader.  In crafting the words themselves, one takes into account 
pacing, rhythm and key repetition of phrases, as well as sound patterns that include rhyme, 
assonance, consonance, and alliteration, all of which allow for more enjoyable reading.  The 
story also depends on convincing dialogue and pertinent narration, which often entails 
making use of the right point of view and verb tense.  For example, a story in the first person 
and present tense may place the reader in the story more than a story written in the third 
person and past tense.  These are skills that can only be got by reading sample authors.  The 
aforementioned Ox-Cart Man, written by a poet, is an excellent example of the effective use 
of pacing, rhythm, and sound patterns. Many Dr. Seuss books are performances of rhyme. 
And there are plenty of examples using dialogue, which also teach proper introduction and 
punctuation of direct quotes. Once textual analysis is complete, students can use these new-
found tools to create works of their own, and not just children’s books.  For example, 
storytelling is helpful in opening a speech or essay. 
 
The second form of analysis deals with subtext, such as the uncovering of hegemony as 
defined by thinkers Martin Heidegger and Michel Foucault.  It is debatable whether readers 
and writers need to be aware of the issues surrounding the notion of subtext. Depending on 
occasion, writers may find it useful to leave some ideas merely implied. Aware of the 
possibility of an underlying subtext, second-language learners are perhaps more able and 
likely to identify key modes of reference employed by the prevailing power structure.  At the 
2007 JALT conference, plenary speaker Ronald Carter analyzed the computerized corpora of 
authentic English.  In the corpora he showed, the words car and he were more common that 
the word she.  This demonstrated to me that the role of English language teachers should be 
to educate their learners not merely to go shopping or to order in a restaurant, but rather, to 
question language, to challenge the hegemony created within language’s framework.  I 
believe the best place for English learners to develop critical thinking skills and language, 
 27 
then, is in the analysis of English media, one of those being children’s stories.  I specifically 
chose Little Red Riding Hood, known by many worldwide, for its use of the female figure 
and its many versions. One version of Little Red Riding Hood told in pubs has Red 
employing novel subterfuge by taking her clothes off for the wolf, asking to go outside to go 
pee, and running away. Though this voyeurism may be just as suppressive to the female 
figure as the heroic woodsman in the commonly known version, the story is also a display of 
feminine independence and strength (Grimm).  The point is that the skills gained from a 
simple in-class analysis of fairy tale subtexts are, again, not limited in application to 
analyzing children’s stories.  Rather, these skills can be extended and applied to all media.  
For example, at the time of the class, I showed, though did not have time to analyze, a 
Japanese TV commercial for Anabuki Komuten, an apartment construction company, using a 
girl dressed as Little Red Riding Hood, or Akazukin (“Anabukin-chan”).  In the commercial, 
the innocent, good Little Red encounters some animals who do a little dance and song about 
expanding service.  In a chorus line, Little Red, motioning with her hands over her breasts, 
and the animals, with inflated breasts, sing “Mune mo fukuramu,” which literally means 
“Breast expands” but figuratively means “to be excited about” or “looking forward to.”  The 
breasts of the animals, a bear, wolf, rabbit and deer, are pendulous and appear feminine. This 
is then followed with the words “Fukuramu fukuramu (Expands expands)” and a shot of a 
raccoon dog, or tanuki, with swollen testicles-- a symbol of good fortune.  Immediately, one 
is reminded of a cabaret and its owner, suggestive of the Japanese traditional view of the 
office lady who should be cute and beautiful and comfort the man who runs the corporation.  
To get just an opposite portrayal of Little Red, one has only to watch Monty Python’s version 
of the story, in which Red is played by a strapping John Cleese.  In this case, woman is 
liberated, but only by becoming “a man.” 
 
Conclusion 
In the end, the point is to craft teaching occasions on which students partake as fully as 
possible in English, including its duplicity, so as to give them full command of this tool.  And 
again, the content of the course can easily be adjusted for the benefit of higher and lower 
levels or focused more or less on the four skill areas of reading, writing, listening and 
speaking.  What’s more, the class can be adapted in many ways to suit various elements of 
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the EFL/ESL curriculum.  It could clearly be turned into a semester-long class, a unit, or an 
extension of a unit.  For example, in my listening class at the ESL Institute, I used Oxford’s 
Lecture Ready 1 in which Chapter 9 is about fairy tales.  This symposium could clearly be 
used as an extension of this unit, reinforcing its key vocabulary, which includes the words 
theme, character, and protagonist and its lecture topic about the meanings and purposes of 
fairy tales.  In my view, the analyze-create model used for the symposium class is the best 
way to teach and learn, and I see it becoming more important for ESL/EFL learners of the 
future.  This may especially be the case in Japan 15 to 20 years down the road as students in 
burgeoning elementary school English programs come of age with stronger skills than those 
of the past.  However, this is already being implemented in a number of programs by having 
students create theater performances, movies, newspapers, blogs, and more.  And students 
appreciate such classes because it more fully engages their skills and intelligence.  All my 
student evaluations came back with positive comments about the rich content of the course, 
and all appeared proud of the books they had created.   
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